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Abstract 
This paper will examine Ayaan Hirsi Ali’s memoir, Infidel which illustrates her journey from a child growing up in 
Somalia, Saudi Arabia, Ethiopia and Kenya. Throughout, the text, the author lives in a society where customs such 
as female genital mutilation, the wearing of Hijab and Burqas and the concept of Baarri are observed in terms of 
honour and the protection of women from being stigmatised as immoral, before her intellectual awakening in the 
Netherlands. She reveals how the Islamic religion gives men institutional power to construct laws that create an 
asymmetrical relationship between men and women which oppresses and dehumanises women. Based on a concept 
by Lewis and Mills (2003), concerning the Harem and the Veil, this study will adopt a feminist-postcolonial 
approach to the discussion of two key issues in the memoir: (i) power and control; (ii) substantial freedom. This 
study will propose that freedom is never free, whereas power is nothing but an act of negotiation in which women 
learn to achieve a certain degree of autonomy whilst in confinement. 
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1. Introduction 
From an early age, women learn to resign themselves to the fact that violence against them is part and parcel of 
their natural environment, as related practices has been woven into the fabric of society to such an extent that even 
battering, sex slavery and female genital mutilation are seen as legitimate (Larson, 2010). Therefore, the mind of a 
woman is crippled and chained by centuries-old customs and rituals such as Nazeen, a ten year old girl from 
Somalia exemplified in the present study. Nazeen was happy with the Raggedy-Anne doll her mother had bought for 
her on the way to a party. However, she was terrified when she found herself in a dark room full of women. It was 
not a party anymore. Within minutes an old woman spread her little legs and removed part of her clitoris with an old 
razor blade. It was the season of female genital mutilation in Kurdistan. Nazeen bled heavily and was deluged with 
excruciating pain and trauma. The pain has since faded but the scars remained. Nazeen was a victim of a deeply 
corrupted and primitive society in the midst of a cruel custom because she has no control over her body and was 
ruthlessly treated like an animal.  
Over the years, gender apartheid is sustained and justified via traditional cultural beliefs reinforced by 
patriarchal-religious institutions. A woman is therefore a ‘nobody’ and not a ‘somebody’ in society. As a result, 
women are held back from being equal members of society (Millet, 1990). The wretched life of genital cutting, 
wearing of Burqas and Hijab and the concept of Baarri in the Muslim world are all governed by customs that satisfy 
men in the name of Allah. Infidel, a memoir narrated by Ayaan Hirsi Ali, embodies the brutality of such neurotic 
generational tradition in Somalia and Arab Saudi. Ayaan recounts the drastic changes that characterisedher in life. 
Growing up in Somalia, Saudi Arabia, Ethiopia and Kenya, Ayaan was a devout believer of Islam who soon realised 
the evolution of her beliefs, which in the end led to her intellectual awakening and activism in the Netherlands 
against gender inequality. In her memoir, Ayaan describes the patriarchal interpretation of Islamic teaching through 
the Quran (Holy Book), the Hadith (Sayings of Muhammad) and Syariah law as factors contributing to unequal and 
unjust treatments of women in Islamic society. She graphically describes a society that tyrannises and brutalise 
women in order to protect them from being stigmatised as immoral and impure. Ayaan’s awakening to a society that 
sacralises violence led to her battle against sexual exploitation and oppression of women to ensure that women are 
sexually liberated from patriarchy. Hence, this study adopts the concept of the Harem and the Veil to discuss two 
key issues in the memoir: (i) power and control; (ii) substantial freedom. Using this approach this study will propose 
that freedom is never free, whereas power is nothing but an act of negotiation in which women learn to achieve a 
certain degree of autonomy whilst in confinement. 
 
2. Methodology  
 
      In this paper, we have conducted a close reading of Ayaan Hirsi Ali’s Infidel, an acclaimed autobiographical 
writing of a journey taken by one courageous woman as well as  her unendding battle against corrupted societal 
beliefs. The memoir revolves around Ayaan who is born into a traditional Muslim family in Somalia. She is 
disconnected from her own body and soul after the act of female circumcision was forced on her by her own mother 
and grandmother at the age of ten. This memoir explores how patriarchy reinforces matriarchy via religion and how 
matriarchy reinforces patriarchy to the extent of restricting women’s freedom and ripping off their individuality.   
 This present study aims to show how patriarchy is fabricated through the process of socialisation which 
begins in society thus restricting women’s freedom in such a way that they have no control over their mind, will and 
intellect.  Apart from conducting a close-reading of the selected memoir, we are also employing Lewis and Mills 
(2003) Feminist-Postcolonial concept concerning the Harem and the Veil to reveal that the erroneous conclusions by 
the Western world regarding “uncontrolled male sexuality, repression of Eastern women through segregation and 
polygamous culture” (Huddleston, 2012, p.1) is indeed true to the extent of restricting women from enjoying 
freedom which proves that freedom for women is nothing but an illusion of the mind, whereas power is nothing but 
an act of negotiation in which women learn to achieve a certain degree of autonomy whilst in confinement.  
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2. Theories 
Reina Lewis and Sarah Mills (2003) in their book Feminist Postcolonial Theory: A Reader discussed the 
“marginalisation and exclusion of a separate trajectory of feminist thought about race, power, culture and empire in 
relation to mainstream postcolonial theory” (p.2). Lewis and Mills made attempts to change the “oppressive power 
relations encoded in society in the name of race, nation, empire as well as those of gender, class and sexuality” (p.3). 
Hence, Lewis and Mills have divided their book into six thematic parts: ‘Gendering Colonialism and 
Postcolonialism/Racialising Feminism’, ‘Rethinking Whiteness’, ‘Redefining the Third World Subject’, ‘Sexuality 
and Sexual Rights’, ‘The Harem and the Veil’ and ‘Gender and Post/Colonial Spatial Relation’. These six parts 
focuse on the key issues of feminist postcolonial theory such as gender, economics, sexuality, representation and 
development of effective political activism. However, this study focuses on their Harem and the Veil concept to 
reveal how Muslims discriminate and degrade the non-conformist within the Muslim community in Islamic 
countries  
 
3. Analysis 
God has created men and women to be different, possessing different skills and responsibilities, however, these 
differences have created an asymmetrical relationship between men and women in society. This asymmetrical 
relationship between men and women is a product of dogmatic societal beliefs and practices which give absolute 
power to men, whereby men dominate, oppress and exploit women. Consequently, women learn to negotiate and 
accept patriarchy as a norm because religious patriarchy forces women to enslave themselves to male domination. 
Hence, Infidel depict the control and abuse of women and girls, a practiced norm of oppressing women via culture 
and laws as constructed by men who institutionalise power in society. Infidel illustrates the mistreatment of women 
in Somalia and Saudi Arabia due to cultural factors that Muslims there wrongly and blindly follow in the name of 
Islam such as female genital mutilation and the concept of Baarri depicted in Infidel. This memoir is a stinging 
critique of a bad cultural phenomenon that has been picked up and practiced by society in order to purify girls. 
Ayaan illustrates her first circumcision in the following lines:  
 
Grandma caught hold of me and gripped my upper body... Two other women held my legs apart. 
The man, who was probably an itinerant traditional circumciser from the blacksmith.  Then the 
scissors went down between my legs and the man cut off my inner labia and clitoris. I heard it, 
like a butcher snipping the fat off a piece of meat. A piercing pain shot up between my legs, 
indescribable, and I howled. Then came the sewing: the long, blunt needle clumsily pushed into 
my bleeding outer labia, my loud and anguished protests, Grandma’s words of comfort and 
encouragement... When the sewing was finished, the man cut the thread off with his teeth. That is 
all I can recall of it (p.31-33). 
 
The above quotation shows how Ayaan experienced circumcision when she was in the prime of childhood 
innocence and bliss. Circumcision in the eye of a child is a silent scream filled with cruelty and pain. Ayaan has no 
control over her reproductive system and was treated just like an animal in the cruel act of circumcision. She was 
exposed and pinned to the ground by her own grandmother. Ayaan’s body was mutilated by her own grandmother 
and mother who indulged themselves in such a cruel tradition to please men and reinforce male control over female 
sexuality. Ayaan was disconnected from her own body. Therefore, I believe this self-proclaimed sacred tradition that 
marks a girl’s transition to womanhood and her readiness to marry reflects the deep-rooted inequality between male 
and female, it also creates an extreme form of discrimination against women. Hence, Ayaan grew up struggling 
against a tradition that is deep-rooted in culture which is reinforced in the name of religion.  
 Female circumcision is seen as a laudable practice that is worth the pain because it is designed to diminish a 
woman’s ability to revel in sexual pleasure and therefore she will be less likely to commit adultery and will always 
remain pure, chaste and honourable. This practice has been periodically employed in the Muslim world via cultural 
and societal practice to disenfranchise women of sexuality and sexual rights thus keeping them fettered in 
subordinate positions as the following sentence seems to suggest:  
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Saudi Arabian law came straight from the Quran: it was the law of Allah. This was Saudi Arabia, 
where Islam originated, governed strictly according to the scriptures and example of the Prophet 
Muhammad. And by law, all women in Saudi Arabia must be in the care of a man (p.37). 
 
Ayaan’s memoir also depicts the degree of women subordination in Arab as far more abominable than women in 
Somalia. Ayaan describes the inequality and subordination of women and how it is deeply rooted in the philosophy 
of Islam in the following lines: 
  
A woman who is baarri is like a pious slave. She honours her husband’s family and feeds them 
without question or complaint. She never whines or makes demands of any kind. She is strong in 
service, but her head is bowed. If her husband is cruel, if he rapes her and then taunts her about it, 
if he decides to take another wife, or beats her, she lowers her gaze and hides her tears. And she 
works hard, faultlessly. She is a devoted, welcoming, well-trained work animal. This is baarri 
(p.12) 
 
Ayaan narrates how the position of women as a baarri in Islam is legislated by the Koran which in the end 
perpetuates women’s submission to men in the name of Allah. A Muslim woman is not measured by the virtue of 
her intelligence and kindness but in her ability to put her husband’s needs and desires above others in life. Women 
have been made to believe that obeying their husbands is the key to paradise. Hence, her devotion to her husband is 
crucial for the physical and emotional well-being of the family.  Ayaan illustrates how her grandmother constantly 
justified the oppression of women and the out-dated traditions in accordance to verses from the Koran and gave her 
a falsely interpreted warped perception of the Koran which resulted in her later renunciation of Islam.   
Ayaan’s perception of Islam was based only on her experiences of the corrupted culture and society she 
lived in. However, in reality Islam as a religion provides equal power for men and women in making responsible 
decisions in relation to their sexuality and sexual rights. Sûrah al-Baqarah solidifies this statement, “And women 
have rights similar to what you have, according to custom” (228).  
Women are not granted a respectable and honourable life due to the development of an intensified 
patriarchal society which dictates that women are born to submit themselves to men while men have absolute 
control over them. Hence I believe patriarchy reinforces religion and the power of patriarchy emerges from the 
negotiation of matriarchy because the idea of baarri portrays women being unfair to women in society thus 
empowering this so-called heroic submission as in accepting Islam in their live. So, women themselves create 
opportunities for men to control and dominate them sexually, physically and emotionally. Therefore, I believe 
Infidel is a criticism of a totalitarian society that keeps women in the dark through a warped psyche.  
The Harem is a space set aside in a home specifically for the use of women. Men are not allowed to enter 
the harem as it is considered a private and forbidden area. Muslim women also wear veils to separate themselves in 
public because they believe that this separation is ordered by the Koran. Hence, Ayaan in Infidel perceives the 
harem and the veil as symbols of oppression and entrapment as illustrated in the following quote:  
 
And all the women in this country were covered in black. They were humanlike shapes. The front 
of them was black and the back of them was black, too. You could see which way they were 
looking only by the direction their shoes pointed. We could tell they were women because the lady 
who was holding our hands tightly to prevent us from wandering off was covered in black, too. 
You could see her face, because she was Somali. Saudi women had no faces (p.40). 
 
Ayaan illustrates the imprisonment of women through the wearing of Hijab which serves to tame and teach 
a woman to accept her fate as a Muslim woman in society. Ayaan sees the hijab as a symbol of subjugation and 
male domination in the name of Allah though she too once wore the Hijab in order to conform to societal norms and 
to be seen as a pure in the eyes of society. However, Ayaan eventually de-veiled herself when she saw the Hijab as a 
portable prison which restricts a woman’s freedom to express her views and opinions in the world. Ayaan therefore 
illustrates the backwardness and oppressiveness of the Hijab in a Muslim culture which condemns women to a 
portable fabric wall that disconnects women from engaging with the world completely.  
Seclusion propagates the idea that women should be protected from males who are not their relatives and 
therefore they should be kept at home where their public contact is minimised. Hence, the idea of seclusion is 
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combined with the veiling of Muslim women in society. Therefore, Ayaan depicts the oppression and discrimination 
against women in a Muslim society in accordance with patriarchy which has been systematically embedded into the 
clearly orthodox culture and society to dehumanise women. The ultimate irony is that these walking shadows are 
supposedly seen as superior and honourable compared to those who choose not to veil themselves. Haweya, her 
sister was a rebel in her society. She believed the veil is a tool of oppression used to alienate and control women 
under the guise of religious freedom. Haweya represented the new-age woman, a nonconformist. She was still a 
traditional Muslim but she walked in normal skirts and blouses on streets because, according to her, nowhere in the 
Koran does it state that a women’s face and body must be covered in a layer of heavy black cloth.  
The harem and the veil restrict women and stop them from achieving their full potential in all areas of their 
life and stop them from communicating effectively as an individual. Behind closed doors countless women are told 
to wear the hijab and confine themselves to the harem in the house. They are not allowed to go out or to choose who 
they can marry and are therefore kept down and docile by the threat of violence imposed by men.  The harem and 
the veil keep women hidden, unseen and unheard in society. Marriage in Islam dooms women to their harems while 
controlling and restricting their freedom. Therefore marriage serves as a veil or a curtain that limits the physical 
boundary of a woman’s existence in society in order to protect them from possible moral destruction and from 
committing adultery. Marriage is a gateway to domestic violence and wife-beatings. Dominating their women by 
violence is a privilege Muslim men cling on to doggedly and this is depicted through Ayaan’s experiences living in 
Arab.  
Arab women are far more suppressed and overpowered by men, culture and society. Infidel also illustrates 
the concept of polygamy and how it dehumanised Ayaan’s mother and reduced her to the status of a commodity in 
life. Islam is used to justify the subjugation of women in society. Marriage therefore tied her mother and many other 
women to the shackles of male domination because women themselves see marriage as an important means of 
survival. Hence, they allow themselves to be beaten and placed in subservient positions because it is seen as widely 
legitimate for men to lead the family and women to follow passively as illustrated in the following quotation:  
The day of my wedding I did what I always did every day. I dressed normally and did my chores. I 
was in denial. I knew that over at Farah Goure's house there was a qadi registering my union with 
Osman Moussa before my father and Mahad and a crowd of other men. Afterward there would be 
a big lunch with roasted sheep, for men only. I would not be present. Neither my presence nor my 
signature was required for the Islamic ceremony (p.176). 
As a perfect Muslim woman, Ayaan was compelled to obey her father’s decisions because only a man has 
control over a woman’s life and she is not allowed to defy the head of the family and therefore her silence is 
regarded as a sign of consent to the marriage. Hence, it is clear that women are viewed as insignificant beings that 
are incapable of making marital decisions independently. Additionally, Ayaan’s memoir ridicules a culture that 
marries for financial security and not out of love.  
That being said, Ayaan’s marriage worked against the notion of the harem and the veil that confined 
women to the four walls as she pinched herself out of a loveless matrimony and used her marriage to Osman to 
achieve her long awaited substantial freedom in life. Substantial freedom is a freedom that enhances the lives 
individuals lead and the freedoms that they enjoy and therefore individuals will be able to exercise their own choices 
and decisions in the world that they live in (Senn, 1993).  Substantial freedom illustrated in Infidel suggests the rise 
of a new breed of autonomous woman who is as free as men and have equal rights in society. Ayaan claimed haven 
and sanctuary in Germany which served as a defining moment of a resurrected life away from a corrupted culture 
and society that deemed women as second class citizens. Ayaan’s sudden awakening brought about positive changes 
in her life. She realised that society she lived in was barbaric and primitive. The metamorphosis of a symmetrical 
relationship between men and women is achieved when Ayaan broke the chains of societal norms to escape a culture 
that is corrupted by patriarchal control. However Ayaan’s idea of substantial freedom is questionable to an extent. 
Unfortunately, Ayaan never did achieve substantial freedom in her life. 
Ayaan’s condemnation of the Prophet Muhammad s.a.w. and calling him a pedophile made her a notorious 
and controversial political figure to the world of Islam fundamentalists.  Her speeches and brave criticisms on Islam 
infuriated many Jihadist movements in the world. Her short film, Submission: Part 1 confined Ayaan back into the 
four walls of detention. The movie depicted a woman mistreated in the name of Allah and her refusal to submit to 
Allah any longer. The elements in the movie were so provocative that the director of the movie, Theo van Gogh was 
brutally murdered by a Muslim who left a threatening letter for Ayaan.  
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Though Ayaan has escaped a horrible life in Somalia, she barely has achieved the substantial freedom that 
she longed for in life. She is still under close control of her bodyguards, dictated by them. She is liberated from the 
cruelties of a corrupted culture in Somalia but not entirely free from a religion that she detests because she will 
always suffer the haunting of radical Muslims who are waiting to slit her throat in the name of Allah. Hence, Ayaan 
will never walk in dark alleys, take the subways, walk under the day-lit streets, enjoy eating ice-cream in public or 
even stroll along the park with her child. She escaped all the way from Somalia to Holland only to be imprisoned 
once again in life but only this time it is based and dictated by her own will. Substantial freedom is beyond reach for 
Ayaan she is still incapable of making choices and decisions of her own. Towards the end, I believe even Ayaan has 
willingly accepted to live in seclusion because this is a man’s world and to move against the norm that has been 
cultivated by society for centuries is something very deadly and dangerous. Hence, Ayaan ran away, escaped the 
harems and de-veiled herself, ironically, only to be placed in a new harem and be re-veiled by society.  
 
4.  Conclusion 
In a nutshell, the present study depicts the atrocities of female genital mutilation, battering of women, the 
concept of Baarri and the wearing of the veil in Muslim societies. The typical belief that if you are a Muslim you 
have to look like one promotes women oppression in Muslim societies. Despite going through a journey filled with 
traumatizing pain to achieve freedom, the idea of substantial freedom is still an illusion and is almost impossible for 
a woman because she is still dependent on men in some way or another. Ayaan fought with her heart and soul to live 
the life she always dreamed off and ironically she never did achieve substantial freedom in her life because in the 
end she returns to the restricted freedom that was once imposed on her. However Ayaan’s battle against the 
oppression of women and discrimination will never stop.  
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